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Irish syllabic poetry became accessible to a general scholarly public
towards the end of the nineteenth century, key dates being the
appearance of Zeuss's Grammatica Celtica in a revised version in 1871
and the publication of Mittelirische Verslehren by Thurneysen in 1891. The
apparent resemblances between Irish syllabic form and skaldic poetry
were commented on by such scholars as A. Edzardi and S. Bugge,
provoking a discussion as to the possible Irish origins of skaldic metrics
that has continued, if sporadically, to the present day, with no definite
conclusions having been drawn.

Clavis Metrica seeks to clarify the question by examining the premises of
medieval metrical tracts dealing with the two poetic systems; the poetical
system implicit in Hdttatal and made explicit in the commentary to
Hattalykill is contrasted with that found as the basis of the relevant
sections of the Verslehren. These texts are all firmly grounded in the
tradition of metrical analysis taught by the standard school grammars of
late Antiquity, which had to be adapted to metrical practice in the
vernacular. Syllabic poetry in Irish is first attested long after the
introduction of the Latin alphabet; tractarians have no difficulty in
subsuming it under a system based on the concept of the syllable as found
in the grammars of Antiquity. On the other hand, Snorri's syllabic
analysis of skaldic metre is demonstrably at odds with the inherent
metrical system, and Olafr Hvitaskéld is even prepared to defend the
native system against the strictures of Priscian and Donatus.

The different extents to which Irish and Icelandic poetics could be
assimilated to Latin models of analysis demonstrate that the underlying
metrical systems of the two poetries are fundamentally distinct.
Compared with this divergence, the resemblances argued by those
proposing an Irish origin for skaldic poetry are relatively superficial.
There can be no question of a direct adoption of Irish practice by the
skalds, though indirect influence cannot be ruled out entirely.

Stephen Tranter studied at the University of Cambridge in the
Department of Anglo-Saxon, Norse and Celtic and subsequently spent
eight years in secondary school teaching in England before taking his
PhD in North Germanic Philology and his Habilitation in Norse and
Celtic at the University of Freiburg im Breisgau. He is now professor of
medieval English language and literature at the Friedrich-Schiller-
University, Jena. His main research interest is the history and
development of metrical form.
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